The Cleanup of the Holy Ganges
Every day, millions of Hindus use the Ganges River in India. There, they drink and bathe in what they believe to be holy water, as partially cremated corpses float past them and nearby drains emit millions of liters of raw sewage. Clean water is one of India’s most scarce resources, but, as in many developing nations, the money and technology needed to properly treat sewage are not available in most cities and villages. With the country’s population of slightly more than 1 billion people expected to double in 39 years, officials are concerned that Indians will have no choice but to continue dumping raw waste into local waterways, contributing to epidemics of diarrhea and other diseases that kill thousands of people annually.


Keeping the Ganges clean is made especially difficult because faith in the river’s incorruptible purity has generated complacency and ambivalence about its pollution among many of the 300 million people who live in the Ganges Basin. More than 1600 million liters (425 million gallons) of untreated municipal sewage, industrial waste, agricultural runoff, and other pollutants are discharged into the river every day. At the same time, officials estimate that more than 1 million people a day bathe or take a “holy dip” in the Ganges, and thousands drink straight from its banks.


The Hindu belief in cremation has led to several environmental problems and has had an impact on the Ganges. A wood cremation takes more than 50 pounds of wood, costing two week’s wages for the typical Indian. Thus, not only are wood cremations helping to devour India’s forests, but due to the high cost of wood, many bodies are not completely cremated. These partially burned corpses are disposed of in the Ganges.


One solution to the problem of corpses in the river has been the introduction of 25,000 specially raised snapping turtles to devour the corpses. While this solution may seem extreme, there is another that is more acceptable in the long run. In 1992, as part of the Ganges Action Plan, an electric crematorium was built at the city of Varanasi that charges less than $2 per body and does a thorough job of turning the bodies to ash. There is some concern, however, that many Hindus will not want to abandon the traditional ritual of a wood cremation for the more efficient and less costly electric cremation.


Although this entire scenario may seem somewhat unusual to North Americans, it is important to keep in mind how culture and religion affect our environment. To many Indians, the cultural and religious practices of North Americans are equally puzzling. 
